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Paul: Hawthorne's Ambiguities

Sherman Paul

HAWTHORN E'S AMB,IG UITIES
many critics of Hawthorne, none has studied his
work so "absolutely," so much without reference to the
author, his contemporaries, or his times as has Mr. Richard Fogle. 1 Mr. Fogle believes that "Hawthorne is a great writer
in absolute terms," a writer, therefore, more in need of elucidation and appreciation than evaluation. For this reason he has
kept close to the text, examilning image and symbol, structure,
character and tone in six representative short stories and the four
major novels. Crose reading.of these texts has been done before,
but the value of further readings is that something freshly perceptive is always forthcoming; and although there is a tendency
to tease meanings out of the text (as Mr. Empson, the master of
ambiguity, has warned us) , Mr. Fogle's explications are usually
sound, deepening here and there rather than changing the consensus of accepted interpretations.
Mr. Fogle's critical gifts are commonsense, order and lucidity,
and a fine tact which keeps him from overreaching the text. But
as an example of the new criticism his readings seem to be a little
" mechanical or a little tame-in need of the stimulus of the larger
context of Hawthorne-the-~n which would raise the questions
of the genesis of Hawthorne's vision and art (d. studies by F. O.
Matthiessen, Charles Feidelson, Mrs. Leavis) . Mr. Fogle is best
when he puts in relief the themes of the stories and novels and
when he poses the problems of their resolutions; thereafter, I
think, because of his self-imposed limits, his work is more descriptive than critical.
Mr. Fogle has two other concerns besides elucidation which
show his need to reach out beyond textual matters. He wants to
say something about Hawthorne's thought, and although he fore-
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goes judicial criticism, he wants to defend Hawthorne's use of
allegory. These aims, he believes, can be furthered by constant
attention to the text: how an artist uses image and structure and
tone is idea-here one finds his thought; and whether allegory is
commendable or not depends on the artistic result-on seeing it
at work in the text. All these concerns-the absolute value of
Hawthorne's work, his thought and his use of allegory-merge
in Mr. Fogle's preoccupation with Hawthorne's ambiguity. Ambiguity, he feels, was not a device for Hawthorne but a "pervasive quality of mind," And here again for Mr. Fogle the text is
sufficient witness.
I will not say that Hawthorne is without ambiguity, for ambiguity is present in all literature. But I question whether it was
the pervasive quality of Hawthorne's mind, and I tum to Mr.
Fogle's final chapter, "Hawthorne's Heaven and Earth," for support. Here, Mr. Fogle shows that Hawthorne's thought was eminently polar: heaven vs. earth, the light vs. the dark, eternity vs.
time, simplicity vs. complexity, etc. Hawthorne's American
Notebooks also show that Hawthorne saw his themes clearlypropositionally-and that his mind tended to view everything as
either/or. His understanding restrained his imagination. Unlike
Melville he was not adrift on a sea of doubts where everything
was by nature ambiguous, where the datum was chaos or ambiguity itself and the central problem one of finding meaning.
Hawthorne's universe was fixed; it has the clear structure of his
art, and one does not find in it the imagery of flux and motion
that abounds in Melville, Poe, Whitman, Emerson and Thoreau.
The classification of Hawthorne's themes and characters, for
which we are indebted to Randall Stewart, also has a remarkable
fixity. And Hawthorne's employment of the minimum number
of characters-just enough to fill out the equation of his problem
-is another sign, as is, of course, his use of allegory.
The pervasive quality of such a mind, I suggest, was allegory.
Hawthorne began with the idea, not the thing or the experience;
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he preferred the reflection to the substance, just as he preferred
the perfection of heaven to the imperfection of earth. He did not
have the "angelic" imagination of Poe, because he felt that that
kind of imagination betrayed what he most desired as a man and
wished to depict as an artist: a warm, living, human world.
Nevertheless, his imagination was sufficiently celestial; and he
showed why he deplored its chilly product in his self-analysis of
his genius in "The Custom House." Hawthorne recognized the
lawlessness of the symbolic imagination at the same time that he
knew that his unsubstantial art was the result of his "peephole"
relations to the world, of his· abdication from the "warm reality"
of life. When he was drawn towards symbolism he applied the
brake of allegory. He also portrayed the artist as a god, but where
Poe acted the role Hawthorne turned away in horror ("The
Prophetic Pictures," "Ethan Brand") , knowing his own earthly
imperfection and !the human cost of isolation. Allegory also had
its terrors because it was the work of the "head," and the "head,"
as 1\-fr. Fogle points out, seeks the perfection and simplicity of
heaven often at the expense of the "heart." Poe said in Eureka
that the plots of God are perfect, acknowledging the pride he had
in his own ability to achieve unity of effect. And Hawthorne's
skill in the use of allegory, which, Mr. Fogle makes clear, gives
his work its firm structure, is what Poe admired in praising the
unity of Hawthorne's compositions.
\Vhat, then, of the ambiguities that-Mr. Fogle finds? Ambiguity in Hawthorne derives from his sense of the complexity of
moral reality, from his own earthbound awareness that sin follows from a failure to perceive the difference between appearance and reality. Hawthorne, however, was aware of the difference, and the structure of his work was allegorical. The ambiguities that Mr. Fogle finds are really allegorical too, that is,
rational additions to show the complexity of human perception,
to fill out or enrich the scheme of a tale, or to palliate the author's
propensity to judge from his celestial standpoint. The light and
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the dark in "The Maypole of Merry Mount," for example, is not
ambiguity, but, like so many of Hawthorne's devices, another
way to reinforce the basic allegorical terms of jollity vs. gloom.
So, too, the ambiguity of the wavering light in "Young Goodman
Brown" is not the reader's but (the protagonist's. There is no
ambiguity for the reader; and this is true as well of Hawthorne's
use of "the device of multiple choice" in The Scarlet Letter: the
reader is not in doubt about the meteor, but through other interpretations of it learns how Dimmesdale perceived it. Where the
crowd gives various interpretations of the "A" on Dimmesdale's
breast, Hawthorne gives the accepted interpretation. The others
help us understand the saving humanity of the multitude, just
as their earlier comments about Hester on the scaffold make us
feel their cruelty. And both instances point out how the meaning
of the "A" is determined by perception.
Had ambiguity been the pervasive quality of Hawthorne's
mind we could not so easily find his thought. \Vhere he strongly
possesses his thought his work has an admirable clarity; and it is
a work of richness, too, because every piece does its allegorical
work, but always within the terms of his basic theme. "The Artist
of the Beautiful" is an example of this successful allegorical complexity; "Rappaccini's Daughter," however, fails just because it
is not allegorical enough, because Hawthorne crowded his characters and symbols with multiple meanings that the action cannot reconcile. \Vhere Hawthorne is genuinely ambiguous it mirrors his own confusion or tension of loyalties. One sees this most
in his handling of the ancestral theme in the unfinished novels.
Here he not only introduces the unmanageable elixir-of-life
theme, but feels the need to obscure his work with the claptrap
of the Gothic. Hawthorne's work, finally, is more reasonant ,than
most allegory because, if he conceived it as a god, he tried to enrich it as a man: he was an artist fighting for his humanities; and
his art, schematic and cold as it often is, never belies human
expenence.
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